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SYLLABUS 
 
 This seminar will examine the extraordinary changes in American life that 
occurred in the period 1954-1974. Beginning in a period of prosperous quietude, the 
Fifties, and ending in another period of consolidation and recovery, the Seventies, the 
changes under study, and the reactions to them, still shape our political debates.  We will 
be constantly aware that the phenomena in which we are most interested – the Civil rights 
Movement, the Anti-War Movement, the various social justice movements, and the 
“counterculture” – began before and persisted after our selected period. 
 Even though we will be studying a limited period of time, we will not attempt to 
be comprehensive.  We will not do detailed analyses of mainstream politics; we will not 
survey developments in “high culture” or “popular culture” exhaustively; and we will not 
try to understand thoroughly the rapid changes occurring in the economy, science, 
technology or education.  Though nothing will be excluded from our search for a holistic 
understanding of social change during our period, we will concentrate on the major socio-
political movements, the changing relationships among different groups in American life, 
and the revolution (?) in values that were prominent features or our period. 
 Several major questions are lurking in the material we will study.  Was this a 
“watershed” in American history; was the America of the 1970s and after fundamentally 
different from the America of the 1950s?  If so, how and why?  Have the values of the 
counterculture been absorbed and transmuted by mainstream America, or have they 
triumphed, even though the social groups that carried the new values have been dispersed 
in defeat?  Were the efforts to achieve equality for previously victimized groups 
successful, or was only token progress made?  What role did the anit-war movement play 
in the ending of the war in Vietnam?  How do you explain the outburst of democratic 
energy on behalf of previously less powerful groups? 
 In addition, we will be very interested in the dynamics of social movements.  How 
do they gain momentum and then recede in American life?  How does change occur in 
America?  What is the connection between party politics and the social forces we will be 
examining?  Can we understand the nexus between individual psychology and the 
movements that seemed so potent in the period under study?  Can we develop a theory of 
radical movements that will help explain how they begin, grow, and decline, how they 
attract and repel different kinds of individuals, and how the affect the people who are 
caught up in them? 
 

ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Jan  12  Introduction 
   “The Fifties” (film in class) 



 
        19 The Fifties 
   “Seeds of Change” (film in class) 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapters 1, 2, and 3 
 
        26 The Bus Boycott  

Mills Thornton, “Challenge and Response in the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott of 1955-56” 

   “Eyes on the Prize,” Series I, Episode 1 (film in class) 
 
Feb.  2  Freedom High 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapters 5 and 7 
   Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter From the Birmingham Jail” 
   “Eyes on the Prize,” Series I, Episode 3 (film in class) 
 
Feb   9  Black Power 
   Collier and Horowitz, “Requiem for a Radical” 
   “Eyes on the Prize,” Series II, Episode 1 (film in class) 
 
        16 The Student Movement 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapters 8 and 9 
   Walter Berns, “The Assault on the Universities” 
   “Berkeley in the Sixties,” (film in class) 
 
        23 The War 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapters 4 & 6 
   “Vietnam: The War At Home” (film in class) 
 
Mar  2   Domestic Divisions 

James Carroll, An American Requiem 
    
Mar   6- 12 SPRING BREAK 
 
Mar  16 The Counterculture 
   Tom Wolf, “The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test” 
   David Burner, Making Peace with the 60s, chapter 4 
   Dominic Cavallo, A Fiction of the Past, chapter 6  
 
         23 Captain America and the Merry Pranksters 
   “Easy Rider,” (film in class) 
    
         30 1968: The Turning Point 
   Todd Gitlin, The Sixties, chapters 12 and 13 
   “Making Sense of the Sixties: In A Dark Time” (film in class) 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapter 12 
 



Apr    6 Revolutionary Delusions 
   Collier and Horowitz, “Doing It” 
   “Making Sense of the Sixties: Picking Up the Pieces”(film in class) 
 
        13   The Road to Watergate 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapter 14    
 
       20  Coming to Judgment 
   Harvey Mansfield, “The Legacy of the Late Sixties” 
   Isserman and Kazin, chapters 10, 11, 13 & conclusion  
  
 
Apr 24-26 READING DAYS 
 
Apr 27-May 5  FINAL EXAMINATIONS 
 

 
 

PAPERS 
 

Every Student will write a term paper on a topic agreed upon between the student 
and the instructor.  The paper will be due at 5 PM on the last day of the Reading Period. 
 

MATERIALS 
 
 The following books will be available for purchase at the Penn Book Center at 
34th and Sansom: 
 James Carroll, An American Requiem: God, My Father and the War that Came 
Between Us (Boston: A Mariner Book, Haughton Mifflin Company, 1996). 
 Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin, America Divided: The Civil War of the 
1960s (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
 
 All other assigned readings will be found on our Blackboard web site. 
 
 


